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Disaster in the lives of children 
Disaster 

 Adversity on a scale affecting a large area or mass of people 
 Overwhelming (at least temporarily) all normal coping systems 

Many forms 
 Human-designed or caused 

o War, genocide, terrorism, industrial accidents, oil spills 
 Natural disasters 

o Hurricanes, tsunami, typhoons, tornadoes, earthquakes, 
floods, wildfires 

 Complex causes (mixture of human and natural causes) 
o Dam collapse, famine, some floods and fires, disease 

pandemic 

Millions of children are affected every year 



RESILIENCE 

The capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully to 
disturbances that threaten system function, viability, or 
development. 

Masten 2014 
Ordinary Magic: Resilience in Development 

Focus today ~ adaptation of children to disaster 



Importance of resilience science 
• Understanding 
 impacts on children 
 who is vulnerable 
 what makes a difference 

• To plan and prepare effectively 
 Considering the needs of children in planning 
 Training in regard to child responses and 

needs 
 Building systems that support child recovery 



Lesson 1 ~ 
Dose matters 
• Physical proximity 
• Emotional proximity 
• Magnitude of personal loss 
• Severity of life-threatening experiences 
• Cumulative exposure 
• Combination of traumatic experiences 
• Previous trauma exposures 
• Disaster on top of other adversities 
• Media exposure 



2004 Tsunami 

Megathrust earthquake Indian Ocean 
No warning ~ waves 30 meters (100 feet) high 
Over 200,000 lives lost in 14 countries 



Catani et al 2008 after the tsunami 
296 Tamil school children ages 9-15 from Sri Lanka 

BMC Psychiatry 2008 



Lesson 2 ~ 
Age matters 
• Developmental timing 

 Understanding of the experience 
 Biological effects of toxic experiences 

• Exposure 
 Older children have different (often greater) exposure 
 More awareness, more friends, more media exposure… 

• Resources, promotive, and protective factors 
 Older children ~ more coping tools; more capable friends 
 Younger children ~ greater protection from adults 

• Responses 
 Older children often exhibit or report more PTS symptoms 
 Children report more PTS than their parents report for them 



Variations in symptoms 
• Young children 
 Regression ~ losing skills and self-control 
 Crying and clinging to caregivers 
 Re-enacting trauma experiences in play 

• Adolescents 
 Risky or reckless behavior 
 Suicidal thoughts and feelings 
 Loss of hope in the future 



Lesson 3 ~ 
Individual differences matter 
• Gender 
 Girls often (not always) express more PTS 

• Cognitive skills and comprehension 
 Meaning and interpretation of disaster 
 Problem-solving skills 

• Biology and personality 
 Some children are more sensitive 



Meta-analysis of post-traumatic stress 
Furr et al 2010 

• 96 studies published before 2009 
• 42 with comparison data (pre-post or groups) 

• Small to medium effect of disaster on PTS 
• Similar for natural and human-made disasters 

• Higher risk for PTS associated with 
 Higher death toll (index of severity) 
 Female gender 
 Child proximity 
 Personal loss 
 Perceived threat to self 
 Child versus parent report of PTS 
 Assessment < 1 year after disaster 



Lesson 4 ~ There are multiple paths to resilience 
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After Hurricane Andrew 1992 

La Greca et al. (2013) Child Youth Care Forum, 42, 351-369 



After Hurricane Andrew 1992 

La Greca et al. (2013) 



Lesson 5 ~ 
Resilience is common 

• Resilience is normative 
~ especially when basic protective 

systems are present 

• It may be important to give resilience a 
chance to emerge 



Lesson 6 ~ 
Resilience can be promoted 
• Meet basic needs 

 Clean water, food, medical care, shelter, etc 
 Safety and security 

• Ensure presence of caregivers and other attachment 
figures 
 Care and emotional security 
 Keep families together or reunite quickly 

• Support family resilience 
 Family function, routines, hope, and faith matter 
 Support the family so they can support their children 

• Restore normal routines & practices in families, 
community 
 Child care and school 
 Play and recreational opportunities 
 Cultural and religious practices 



Three basic strategies 
• Reduce exposure and mitigate risk 

 Training on media exposure 
 Safety drills 

• Boost resources 
 Basic survival needs; 
 Child-size ambulance equipment 
 Emergency kits, safe rooms 
 Opening school 

• Enhance and mobilize protective systems 
 Train first responders about children 
 Support family and teacher resilience 
 Plan to provide opportunities to play, learn, help 
 Provide older children and youth with meaningful but manageable roles 
 Support cultural practices that promote resilience 



Lesson 7 ~ 
Recovery context matters 
• Quality of family function 

• Quality of emergency response & services 

• Quality of community function 

• Restoring normal or “new normal” 

• New disasters 



Lesson 8 ~ 
School & community matter 
• Before disaster 
 Vulnerability related to ravages of poverty, war 
 Preparedness 

• Recovery environment 
 Emergency services and resources 
 Opportunities to learn and play 
 Support for families and young people 



Lesson 9 ~ There is more to learn!  
New horizons 

• Neurobiology of trauma & resilience 
 Developmental timing 
 Intergenerational transmission 
 Epigenetics of trauma and resilience 

• Multilevel resilience processes 
 Linking resilience in community, families, and individuals 
 Cells to society 
 Cultural protective processes 

• Research on pathways 
 Before, during, and following disaster 

• Intervention research 
 What to do (and avoid) to promote resilience 
 What works best for whom and when? 



Example of new methods 
Luo et al 2012 
measured cortisol in 
hair to show patterns of 
stress response related to 
earthquake exposure & 
PTSD symptoms 

12-15 year old F students 
high exposure – no PTSD 
high exposure – PTSD 
low exposure – distant 

Sichuan Earthquake 2008 



Lesson 10 ~ 
Resilience of children depends on the resilience 
of families and many other systems 



For further reading 
 Masten, A. S., Narayan, A. J., Silverman, W. K., & 

Osofsky, J. D. (2015). Children in war and disaster. In R. 
M. Lerner (Ed.), M. H. Bornstein and T. Leventhal (vol. 
Eds.), Handbook of child psychology and developmental 
science. Vol. 4. Ecological settings and processes in 
developmental systems (7th  edition) (pp. 704-745). New 
York: Wiley. 

 Masten, A. S. (2014). Global perpectives on resilience in 
children and youth. Child Development, 85, 6-20. 

 Masten, A. S., & Narayan, A. J. (2012). Child development 
in the context of disaster, war and terrorism: Pathways of 
risk and resilience. Annual Review of Psychology, 63, 
227-257. 
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2.2 Billion Children 



2.2 Billion Children 

30.5% of the Global 
Population 



Global Median Age 



Children under 14:    
o Germany = 13% 
o Japan = 13% 
o United States = 19.5% 

Children under 14:    
o Niger = 50.09% 
o Chad = 48.4% 
o Uganda = 48.39% 
o Angola = 47.5% 
o Mali = 47.4% 
o Afghanistan = 46% 











Global Disaster Trends 



Global Disaster Trends 



Global Disaster Trends 
 400-500 “natural” disasters a year.   
 270 million affected by disasters each year.   
 175 million affected are children.  

 3 million disaster deaths between 1975-2015.  
 $80 billion per year in economic damages.  



Billion-Dollar U.S. Weather Disasters, 1980 - 2013 



Billion-Dollar U.S. Weather Disasters, 1980 - 2013 



The Vulnerability 
Puzzle 















Studying and Working with Children in 
Disaster Contexts 





Childcare Centers,  
Home-Based Providers, and Disaster Preparedness in Colorado 



Childcare and 
Natural Hazards:   
State of Colorado 

disaster.colostate.edu 



Locations of Colorado Childcare Centers and  
Total Number of Hazard Events, 1960 - 2010  





The Survey 







Displaced Children and Families in Colorado 
after Katrina 









Women and Their Children’s  
Health (WaTCH)   

http://sph.lsuhsc.edu/study-information 

http://sph.lsuhsc.edu/study-information


Sandy Child and Family Health (S-CAFH) Study 



Studying Children in Disaster Contexts 



Children, Youth, and Disasters 
• Disasters may exert enduring impacts on children and youth 



Children, Youth, and Disasters 
• Disasters may exert enduring impacts on children and youth 
• Children’s health and well-being is contingent upon 

functioning support systems in their lives 



Children, Youth, and Disasters 
• Disasters may exert enduring impacts on children and youth 
• Children’s health and well-being is contingent upon 

functioning support systems in their lives 
• Children and youth often want to be actively engaged in 

their own and other’s recovery 



http://www.ycdr.org/ 

http://www.ycdr.org/


Project funded by: 



YCDR.org 











Project-Based Learning 























Lori Peek 
Lori.Peek@colostate.edu 

http://disaster.colostate.edu  

mailto:Lori.Peek@colostate.edu
http://disaster.colostate.edu/


S AV E  T H E  C H I L D R E N :  
I N  T I M E S  O F  C R I S I S  
 Jessy Burton, Associate Director, Psychosocial Programs, Save the Children US 



Save the Children US:  
Domestic Emergencies 

Save the Children is working with national, state, and local groups. 

Since Hurricane Katrina, Save the Children US Domestic Emergencies 
programs have supported 500,000 children affected by disasters in the US.  

With more than 90 years of emergency response experience, Save the Children 
is committed to ensuring the unique needs of children are met before, during 
and after disasters.  

Through advocacy, partnerships and the Get Ready Get Safe initiative, Save the 
Children helps U.S. communities to better protect and support children in 
times of disaster. 



av 

Save the Children Psychosocial Programs 

To name a few…  

 Psychological First Aid for Children 
 “Humane, supportive response to a fellow human being who is suffering and may need 

support.” 

 Child Friendly Spaces 
 “Provide children with protected environments in which they participate in organized 

activities to play, socialize, learn, and express themselves during the recovery process 
after a disaster or other emergency.” 

 Journey of Hope  
 “Through cooperative play, literacy, discussion, art, and physical activities, children are 

provided a small-group setting to explore and normalize their emotions.“ 



Psychosocial Programming: The Need 

Psychosocial Programming for Domestic Emergencies 

 No child lives without risk to traumatic experiences.  

 When a child lives with several risk factors over an extended period of time, that 
child can be traumatized, further disrupting healthy development.  

 Consequences of trauma include:  
 difficulties with learning,  

 ongoing behavior problems,  

 impaired relationships, and  

 poor social and emotional competence. 



av 

“I’m a survivor” 

Larissa,  age 8, Tuscaloosa,  Ala. 
Larissa, 8 years old.  

Risk factors: 
• single parent family,  
• transient family, 
• 83% Free and Reduced Lunch Rate. 

Alberta Elementary School demolished by 
April, 27th 2011 tornadoes. 



Psychosocial Issues for Children and 
Adolescents in Disasters 

“Childhood is the culture in which individual 
development occurs.” 

“Psychosocial Issues for Children and Adolescents in Disasters” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration; Center for Mental Health Services 



Children’s Unique Needs 

Children have unique physical, cognitive, and emotional needs from adults.  

Physical needs for protection vary greatly by age group (0-18). 

Higher risk for long-term mental health consequences. 

Dependent on guardians for protection, food, clothing, shelter, learning and 
development. 

The social “norms” of the child may not have been positive prior to the event.  



Facts About Trauma:  
Children’s Mental Health 

National Center for Children in Poverty 

• Ongoing risks for exposure to trauma include:

• Difficulty with learning

• Ongoing behavior problems

• Impaired relationships

• Poor social/emotional competencies

The younger the child, the more vulnerable the brain. 

“National Center for Children in Poverty 2  Facts About Trauma for Policymakers: Children’s Mental Health” 
http://www.nccp.org/projects/unclaimedchildren_pubs.html 

http://www.nccp.org/projects/unclaimedchildren_pubs.html


The Developing Child:  
An Emergency Context 

A child’s behavior during a disaster will be heavily reliant on many factors 
including: 

• Age 

• Social supports 

• Cognitive development 

• Development of attachment (developed within the first 7-8 months of life) 

Disasters disrupt the stages of development, creating inconsistency of environment 
and function of social systems. 

“Psychosocial Issues for Children and Adolescents in Disasters” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration; Center for Mental Health Services 



The Developing Child:  
An Emergency Context 

For children developing within a negative environment, a disaster can create 
further complexity. 

 Examples: 

• Academic performance 

• Disruptions in social interactions (friends, siblings, parents, etc.) 

• Social and cognitive functioning may be impacted 

• Children at higher risk for developing PTSD or emotional disorder 

Most children will recover with time and support.  

Some will need deeper intervention services. 

“Psychosocial Issues for Children and Adolescents in Disasters” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration; Center for Mental Health Services 



Typical Reactions of Children 

Signs and symptoms to stressful events: 

Cognitive 

• Trouble concentrating 

• Preoccupation with event 

• Recurring dreams or nightmares 

Emotional 

• Depression 

• Irritability, anger, resentfulness 

• Hopelessness, guilt 

 

 

 

Physical 

• Isolation from others 

• Increased conflicts with family 

• Sleep issues 

Behavioral 

• Headaches 

• Fatigue 

• Physical complaints with no physical 
cause 

“Psychosocial Issues for Children and Adolescents in 
Disasters” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration; 
Center for Mental Health Services 



Strengthening Systems 

• Family 
• Psychoeducational programming 
• Self-care mechanisms 
• Education on child development 

• Communities 
• School-based psychosocial support programming 
• Education on child protection, development, and referral 

pathways 
• Engaging emergency education programming 

• Systems 



Journey of Hope: Developing Skills to Cope 

Developed as a response to children looking for normalcy post-Hurricane 
Katrina (2005).  

Social-Emotional Learning and coping skills building program.  

Focused on normalizing emotions and supporting healthy coping 
mechanisms.  

Adult support role demonstrated by facilitators of the program. 

Adult Caregiver program focused on self-care, stress management, coping skills 
identification, and community support systems. 



Questions? Comments? 

For more information on Save the Children or Journey of Hope: 

www.savethechildren.org/usa

www.savethechildren.org/JoH

www.savethechildren.org/usa
www.savethechildren.org/JoH


FEMA Youth Preparedness  
Technical Assistance (TA) Center 

• The Technical Assistance Center provides a range of tools and 
resources to individuals starting or operating youth 
preparedness programs, as well as individuals who have a 
general interest in youth preparedness.  

• Technical assistance providers are available to answer 
individual questions and have developed a variety of materials 
that are available to the public. 



Youth Preparedness TA Center 
• The website 

www.ready.gov/youth-
preparedness  
provides a wealth of information 
about youth preparedness, 
including resources for starting a 
youth preparedness program. 

By emailing  
FEMA-Youth-
Preparedness@fema.dhs.gov, you can 
get answers to general questions 
and/or individualized assistance for 
your youth preparedness program. 

www.ready.gov/youth-preparedness
FEMA-Youth-Preparedness@fema.dhs.gov


Teen CERT 

• Teen CERT is a modification of the Community Emergency 
Response Team (CERT) program that makes the program 
material applicable for a teen audience. The program can be 
taught in school, as an after-school program, in conjunction 
with an adult CERT program, or in other venues. 



Children and Disasters Newsletter 

The Children and Disasters Newsletter 
contains updates about various youth-
related initiatives, research, and events. This 
email publication is available to anyone 
interested in topical updates and 
opportunities related to youth preparedness. 
A link to subscribe to the newsletter is 
available at ready.gov/youth-preparedness. 

http://www.ready.gov/youth-preparedness


FEMA Youth Preparedness Council 
• The Council supports FEMA’s 

commitment to involving youth 
in preparedness-related activities. 
It provides FEMA with an 
avenue to engage the youth 
population, take into account 
their perspectives, and solicit 
their feedback and opinions. 

• To learn about their work, please visit   
www.ready.gov/youth-preparedness-council. 

  

http://www.ready.gov/youth-preparedness-council


America’s PrepareAthon! 
• America’s PrepareAthon! (AP!) is a new national community-

based campaign for action. 
• Participants focus on increasing emergency preparedness 

through hazard-specific drills, group discussions, and 
exercises.  

• National PrepareAthon! Days occur every spring and fall.  
• Free resources and tools are available for different hazards. 

www.ready.gov/prepare 

  

http://www.ready.gov/prepare


Questions? 

If you have not already done so, please submit your 
questions through the webinar interface so that we can 

add them to the queue. 
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